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Elements of Epic in The Pickwick Papers
Joseph Kestner

An important encounter occurs on the first day of Mr. Pickwick's journey:
"I am ruminating," said Mr. Pickwick, "on the strange mutability of
human affairs."
"Ah, I see-in at the palace door one day, out at the window the next.
Philosopher, sir?"
"An observer of human nature, sir," said Mr. Pickwick.
"Ah, so am I. Most people are when they've little to do and less to get.
Poet, sir?"
"My friend Mr. Snodgrass has a strong poetic turn," said Mr. Pickwick.
"So have I," said the stranger. "Epic poem,-ten thousand lines-revolution of July-composed it on the spot-Mars by day, Apollo by night,band the field-piece, twang the lyre" (11).1
It is hardly by accident that this conversation takes place the first da y of the ex-

cursion of Mr. Pickwick, for in it Dickens distilled many facets of the novel as it
was to evolve: its humor, its elements of seriousness, its picaresque overtones, and
its relationship to the epic. It has been recognized that the structure of The Pickwick Papers owes much to picaresque antecedents, especially those of Fielding and
Smollett. This has, however, led to adverse criticism of the novel as a unified work
of art. The source of its humor, moreover, is contested. 2 Uncontested , nevertheless ,
is the fact that this humor has underlying seriousness, observed, for example, by
Edmund Wilson. 3 I suggest that the seriousness of the humor , as well as its basis,
may rest on the use of epic devices in the novel. not to the exclusion of the importance of the picaresque but supplementary to it. The structure, likewise, gains in
stature if the epic elements are considered as unifying factors added to the picaresque episodic conception.
While attention has been paid to the structural and material influence of Fielding
in The Pickwick Pap ers, one may usefully reconsider the impact of Fielding's definition of the novel in the preface to Joseph Andrews, 1742. Fielding called his work
a "comic epic-poem in prose," differing from dramatic comedy in its more extended
action, comprehensive events, and inclusion of a greater variety of characters; and
differing from the serious romance in its fable and diction, being light rather than
grave. This mode of writing, Fielding explained , offers ordinary men rather than
characters of the highest social order. This element of the Fielding legacy necessi-
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tates a revaluation of the epic constituents in The Pickwick Papers. The concepts
of heroic band and leader, beloved friend, epic quest, journey, digressive tales, the
siren, the descent into hell, the supernatural, combat, athleticism, and feasting can
be seen as components of epic in the novel. Much more than has been granted, the
epic supplied Dickens with the sure devices for cementing the looseness of picaresque fiction as well as for presenting humor with latent seriousness.

One of the essential characteristics of the epic is the heroic leader with his band,
undergoing various trials and, through courage and prowess, attaining distinction.
The character of the leader is usually well-defined, and often his origin is supernatural, that is, at least one of his parents is an immortal, as Achilles is the son of
the nymph Thetis or Aeneas is the child of Venus. In the opening sentence of the
novel, Dickens denominated Pickwick "immortal," shrouded in glorious clouds
which the hero trails behind him from, in, and into eternity. G. K. Chesterton calls
Pickwick "the abstract wanderer and wonderer, the Ulysses of comedy ... sustained with that merry fatalism that is natural to immortal beings" and by a divinity
which dooms him "to live happily ever afterwards."4 To Pickwick's eternal quality
Dickens added the apotheosis of the Roman ruler (Aeneid VI; Metamorphoses XV)
when Sam Weller, to attend the funeral of his philanthropic mother-in-law, notes
he "'must apply to the hemperor for leave of absence'''' (730). In his final
appearance, furthermore, Mr. Pickwick is literally the center of his universe,
a divine sun-king (796) .
Sam's awareness that he should apply to the "hemperor" suggests the mutual
privileges and obligations existing between the leader and his !land, most
emphatically expressed in Beowulf, where to be leaderless was the most dreadful
of fates to an Anglo-Saxon. Messrs. Winkle, Snodgrass, and Tupman, "a group
of gods gone wandering in England,"5 accompany Pickwick on his journey as
assistants , rendering their greatest service by provoking so many escapades
illustrative of human nature, the understanding of which is the group's goal
and intention. As in most ancient epics, however, the leader has an ally more
faithful and more beloved than all the others. Aeneas pays his highest tribute of
love and esteem to Achates by deeming him fidus or "faithful" (Aeneid I); Wiglaf
alone stands by Beowulf in the final encounter; Achilles slays Hector in revenge
of the death of Patroclus . Dickens pursued this tradition by making Sam Weller
the most devoted of Pickwick's adherents. 6 One thinks especially of the prison
scenes: Sam deliberately gets arrested to be with his leader in the severest trial.
Closely related to the hero and leader is the object of his quest. As a private
objective, Odysseus journeys to Ithaca to reclaim his home; in a public exigency,
Aeneas seeks the site of the future Rome. During Pickwick's incarceration in the
Fleet Prison, Mr. Smangle asks to know "'What's human nature?'" (638); this
elusive goal seems to be the object of the Pickwickians' voyage. The records of
12 May 1827 indicate the scope and purpose of this quest:
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They [the members] cannot but entertain a lively sense of the inestimable
benefits which must inevitably result from carrying the speculations of
that learned man into a wider field, from extending his travels, and
consequently enlarging his sphere of observation, to the advancement
of knowledge and the diffusion of learning (1).
[The members of the expedition are] requested to forward, from time
to time, authenticated accounts of their journeys and investigations , of
their observations of character and manners, and of the whole of their
adventures, together with all tales and papers to which local scenery
or associations may give rise (2).
Mr. Pickwick is true to his commission. When Jingle comes upon Pickwick
for the first time, that gentleman is "'ruminating on the strange mutability of
human affairs'" (11) ; Jingle assumes he is a philosopher, to which Pickwick
offers the slight correction that he is "'an observer of human nature.''' At the
novel's conclusion, the elder Winkle tells Pickwick: "'I gave my son a roving
license for a year or so, to see something of men and manners (which he has
done under your auspices), so that he might not enter into life a mere boardingschool milk-sop to be gulled by everybody'" (711) . No one doubts that human
nature is more than completely revealed during the course of the Pickwick
expedition, showing men in conditions of love , politics, athletics , entertainment, and jurisprudence. In his final appearance, Mr. Pickwick declares: " 'I shall
never regret having devoted the greater part of two years to mixing with different
varieties and shades of human character' " (796).7
Within the larger framework of the quest for human nature , the smaller journeys
in the story are often means by which the larger quest obtains realization. In
chapter nine, Pickwick and Wardle pursue Rachel and the notorious romancer
Jingle, proving that the course of love, although fast, is never smooth; Pickwick
is enlightened regarding Jingle's character, however, and thus the chase contributes to the quest. In a further illustration, Sam is commissioned to undertake
an "expedition of discovery" in search of Miss Arabella Allen (545), which leads
to the illumination of the entire party. One must further note the important
threads which weave the supposed "digressive tales" into the larger narrative. The
story of the bagman's uncle in chapter forty-nine illustrates this linking. The
uncle's trip from London to the great northern cities is spoken of as a "great
journey' (682); within this anabasis is the more adventurous stagecoach ride,
with the uncle becoming an Arthurian knight errant saving young maidens in
distress. (In such a story, furthermore, is seen some of the epic's concern with
geneological history.) This conception of Pickwick as a comic prose epic obviat es
the objection to the "disorganized" state of the work. If these stories are seen
as revelations of the quest and contain epic elements such as the journey, they
become epyllions ("little epics") within the larger tale (a method used by Vergil,
for example, in Aeneid V, where the description of the ship contest is properly an
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epyllion in its own right) . The epic conventions, therefore, function as structural
bonds between the secondary narratives and the larger account, between the
epyllions and the epic.
II

To pursue the quest, nevertheless, involves the hero and band in danger. In
most ancient epics, one of the most common trials encountered is the siren,
especially a single woman, who impedes the progress of the group and even
attempts to terminate desire for further exploration: Odysseus tarries with Circe,
Aeneas lives as Dido's consort. Dickens similarly utilized the siren motif for both
serious and hilarious purposes in Pickwick, exploiting its diversified potential
to illustrate human nature. Love, as a literal battle of the sexes, becomes one
type of epic warfare with its strategies, recriminations, and deceptions.
The two most turbulent relationships in the novel are those existing between
Mrs. Bardell and Pickwick and the luckless Tony Weller and his second wife.
Related in their childish innocence and their mutual interest in Sam as a son,
Tony and Pickwick, actually so little to blame for their involvement, suffer
more than other male figures in the book who manage to find happiness,
ultimately, in the married state, such as Snodgrass and Winkle. In one of the
book's most memorable scenes, Mrs. Bardell misconstrues Pickwick's discussion
that two can live as cheaply as one (151), is led to the height of expectation, and
is as swiftly pitched down. Dodson and Fogg, two villains of the law-abusing
turn, manipulate this even to great account later in the tale, hauling in the hapless
Pickwick for "breach of promise." This incident of misunderstanding precipitates
rather significant consequences in the experience of Fleet Prison by the hero.
Dickens, however, would not allow such a potentially comic device as the
sirens to exist for seriousness only. Farce predominates in the courtship of Miss
Rachel Wardle by Mr. Tupman. In a neat Vergilian twist, the entire romance
is begun on a hunting expedition (Aeneid IV) when Tupman is accidentally shot
by Winkle. Miss Rachel assumes the same role as Dido (Aeneid I) in providing
help to the weary hero Tupman, while at the same time, being the provider
rather than the recipient of assistance, reversing her namesake's role in Genesis.
As a latter-day Helen, Miss Rachel proves prefidious and launches a thousand
slips, deceiving "Menelaus" Tupman through the machination of "Paris" Jingle,
all of this culminating in one of literature's finest epic chases. The fatal and
alluring Arabella Allen is the cause of epic combat between Bob Sawyer and
Winkle, a contest avoided only by Pickwick's beneficent intervention on behalf
of his thane. Two encounters of Snodgrass with Emily Wardle and of Sam
Weller with Mary prove that sirens do have hearts.
III

The encounter with the siren in the case of Pickwick, however, results in his
epic descent into hell. Placed, as in many epics, near the center of the story, this
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episode has great consequences. [A supposedly "digressive tale"-of the queer
client-foreshadows (284) Pickwick's own prison experience.] One may note again
it is in the Fleet Prison that Pickwick is asked "What's human nature?"
Pickwick descends into the depths of the Fleet with Mr. Tom Raker as a
degenerate Sibyl and guide: "Mr. Tom Raker, the gentleman who had accompanied
Mr. Pickwick into the prison, turned sharp round to the right when he got to
the bottom of the little flight of steps, and led the way, through an iron gate
which stood open, and up another short flight of steps , into a long narrow
gallery, dirty and low, paved with stone, and very dimly lighted by a window at
each remote end" (573). Pickwick's astonishment at this infernal vision is expressed: " 'My friend, you don't really mean to say that human beings live down
in those wretched dungeons?' " When the reply is affirmative, Pickwick can only
exclaim" 'Live! Live down there!' " (6231. Similar to descents in the Odyssey and
Aen eid, the experience of Fleet Prison is a central point in the enli ghtenment of
the hero and his quest. Raker is revealed as the devilish gatekeeper of hell:
As Raker turned somewhat fiercely upon Mr. Pickwick in saying this ,
and, moreover muttered in an excited fashion certain unpleasant invocations concerning his own eyes, limbs, and circulating fluids , the latter
gentlem an deemed it advisable to pursue the discourse no further . Mr.
Raker then proceeded to mount another staircase, as dirty as that which
led to the place which had just been the subiect of discussion, in which
ascent he was closely followed by Mr. Pickwick and Sam (573) .
Sam accompanies Pickwick as the tour of the inferno continues :
These staircases received light from sundry windows placed at some
little distance above the floor, and looking into a gravelled area bounded
by a high brick wall, with iron chevaux-d e-frise at the top . . .. There was
a smaller area in that portion of the prison which was nearest Farringdon
Street, denominated and called " the Painted Ground," from the fact of
its walls having once displayed the semblances of various men-of-war
in full sail, and other artistical effects achieved in bygone times by some
imprisoned draughtsman in his leisure hours (574).
It is of course the bitterest irony that the ships are full sail on such stifling walls.
Pickwick finally secures his own private compartment in this hell, pursuing
human nature with the stairs of the prison his River Styx.
The descent into hell in the ancient epic is accompanied by some alteration or
clarification of the mission of the hero. In the Aen eid , the hero, renewed with a
more steadfast purpose, is given the final prophecies regarding his establishment
of the new Rome. The protagonist of the Odyssey is given advice concerning his
reestablishment in Ithaca. The incidents of human misery and suffering daily
before Pickwick's eyes reveal much about human nature and the times. From
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many, one may cite the following glimpses of Fleet life: "There was a lean and
haggard woman, too-a prisoner's wife-who was wattering, with great solicitude,
the wretched stump of a dried-up withered plant, which, it was plain to see, could
never send forth a green leaf again ;-too true an emblem, perhaps, of the office
she had come there to discharge" (596). From witnessing the death of a poor
man, Pickwick, becoming more astute, exclaims "'Has this man been slowly
murdered by the law for six months'" (626). Pickwick experiences death:
"I hope ," he [the dying Chancery prisoner] gasped after a while , so faintly
that they bent their ears close over the bed to catch the half-formed
sounds his pale lips gave vent to: "I hope my merciful Judge will bear
in mind my heavy punishment on earth. Twenty years, my friend, twenty
years in this hideous grave! My heart broke when my child died, and I
could not even kiss him in his little coffin. My loneliness since then, in
all this noise and riot, has been very dreadful. May God forgive me!
He has seen my solitary, lingering death" (628).
The man "had grown so like death in life, that they knew not when he died."
It is hardly necessary to note that Dickens' discussions of the law, Chancery, and
the Insolvent Court (601, 643) anticipate the denunciation in Bleak House sixteen

years later. One prisoner, "sixty, by years, and Heaven knows how old by
imprisonment" (619), even states the plight of Richard Carstone: "'I was ruined
by having money left me' " (619).8
For Dickens, a prisoner has no life : " 'I am a dead man; dead to society, without
the pity they bestow on those souls have passed to judgment'" (594). In the
following observations , Dickens unquestionably merges with Pickwick:
The miserable and destitute condition of these unhappy persons remains
the same. We no longer suffer them to appeal at the prison-gates to the
charity ... of the passers by ; but we still leave unblotted in the leaves of
our statute book, for the reverence and admiration of succeeding ages,
the just and wholesome law which declares that the sturdy felon shall
be fed and clothed and that the peniless debtor shall be left to die of
starvation and nakedness. This is no fiction. Not a week passes over our
heads, but, in every one of our prisons for debt, some of these men must
inevitably expire in the slow agonies of want, if they were not relieved
by their fellow-prisoners (595) .
For those fortunate to be in the prison with Pickwick, some aid is rendered (even
to Jingle) by this benevolent observer of human nature, making him a wonderful
participator as well.
IV

One of the more important elements of epic, and often associated with the
descent into the underworld, is the appearance of the supernatural. For example,
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in the Aeneid or the Iliad, gods and goddesses hold councils, appear in disquise,
and provoke action. Elements of the supernatural occur both in the larger epic
and in the epyllions recounted during the group's journey. Although the story of
the bagman's uncle is associated with the main narrative by the journey metaphor,
it also includes a healthy measure of ghosts riding in stagecoaches and on horseback. In a further use of the supernatural, the story of the sexton and the goblins,
the spirits carry off the caretaker.
In the main narrative outside the tales , however, the supernatural recurs emphatically. Aided by a demon, Bob Sawyer puts up a mighty defense against
Pickwick's intercession:
Now, some demon of discord, flying over the Saracen's Head at that
moment, on casting down his eyes in mere idle curiosity, happened to
behold Slurk established comfortably by the kitchen fire, and Pott slightly
elevated with wine in another room; upon which the malicious demon,
darting down into the last-mentioned apartment with inconceivable
rapidity, passed at once into the head of Mr. Bob Sawyer and prompted
him for his (the demon's) own evil purposes to speak (723).
In a more serious tone, Dickens evoked the Genius of Seediness as the titular
spirit of the Insolvent Court (602), pervasive in the manner of the Chancery in
Bleak House. The entire Court is nothing more than a priesthood and congregation
dedicated to the worship of this Presence.
Many demons appear in epic to incite the characters to epic wrath. In the
Aeneid, for example, both Dido and Turnus are guilty through divine interference of Venus and Allecto respectively. So too , in Pickwick, combat and
wrath appear, occasionally by the interposition of a supernatural being. In
deliberate echo of the opening verse of the Iliad, Dickens noted the fire of
his hero's eyes: "If any dispassionate spectator could have beheld the countenance
of the illustrious man, whose name forms the leading feature of the title of this
work, during the latter part of this conversation, he would have been almost induced
to wonder that the indignant fire which flashed from his eyes did not melt the
glasses of his spectacles- so majestic was his wrath" (130) . In addressing Perker,
Dodson, and Fogg, Pickwick flashes "looks of fierce indignation" (748). Pickwick
is driven to physical action when Zephyr snatches his night-cap and, like his
ancient forebears , meets the challenge of self-preservation (582) . Further instances
of combat include the warfare of the political parties in Eatanswill rchapter
thirteen), the military display witnessed by Pickwick and company (chapter four),
the knight's battle in the tale of the bagman's uncle (693-94), ilnd the duel involving
poor Winkle, for which Snodgrass prepares "the weapons of war" (27).
Although such motifs as the combat, wrath, supernatural, siren, band and
leader, and underworld descent are the most prominent epic characteristics in
Pickwick, other less conspicuous conventions deserve notice. Respites from combat
include athletics and feasting . The Greek (Iliad XXIII) and Roman (Aeneid V)
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epics provided Dickens with antecedents of epic games. They had wrestling; the
Pickwickians have hunting, cricket, and skating. At Manor Farm, Tupman inadvertantly saves "the lives of innumerable unoffending birds by receiving a
portion of the charge in his left arm" (85); he is handsomely, if temporarily, rewarded by the ministrations of Miss Rachel Wardle. The cricket field appears
to Pickwick as a "field of battle" (88) prior to the contest between the Dingley
Dellers and the All-Muggletons. On Christmas Day at Monor Farm, the heroes
skate with earnestness if not dexterity (412 , 414).9 All these exertions make the
banquet table suitable and timely. An idyllic feast is laid after the military display
(52) when everyone manages, with a good deal of cosy closeness, to dine in
the confines of the barouche. Following the athletic contest, the epic personages
prove no less capable with cutlery than with skates or cricket bats (93). The
greatest banquet, however, is the breakfast of Mrs. Leo Hunter of Eatanswill,
who requests each of the invited to dress in costume. She presides over the group
as the goddess Minerva, assisted by Mrs. Pott as Apollo (196, 201)-a veritable
congregation of the gods.
In addition to more particular epic conventions, Dickens used in The Pickwick
Papers what we may call "epic equivalents." Dickens realized that the epic poet,
particularly the folk epic poet. faced a difficulty he himself confronted in the
serialization of his novel. To keep the characters in the reader's mind over a
succession of installments, he employed devices recalling the recurring epithets
of Homer or the particularized diction of Vergil. Throughout his career, Dickens
emphasized four methods of orienting his reader. In Pickwick, the most conspicuous is the exploitation of unique speech or analogizing. Jingle's telegraphic
diction is his memorable hallmark: "'Heads, heads-take care of your heads!
.. . Terrible place-dangerous work- other day- five children-mother-tall lady,
eating sandwiches- forgot the arch-crash-knock-children look round-mother's
head off- sandwich in her hand-no mouth to put it in-head of a family offshocking, shocking' " (11). The famous "Wellerisms" identify this distinguished
father and son. To cheer the prison, Sam remarks: " 'Avay vith melincholly, as the
little boy said ven his school-missis died'" (623). Discriminating styles of speech
is one of the methods Dickens was to follow to recall characters from one installment to another. He later relied on a particular gesture [Jagger's finger in Great
Expectations), expression (" 'When found, make a note of''' for Captain Cuttle
in Dombey and Son), or thing (rags and Krook in Bleak House) to provide his
reader with a continuity of impression.
An examination of the epic devices in The Pickwick Papers reinforces the
significance of the encounter from which we started. In that dialogue human
nature and epic, content and form, are presented in conjunction early in the
novel. Dickens' placement of his conversation at the beginning of the narrative
is both ethical and aesthetic strategy. The epic aura surrounding the material
maintains in tension both humor and seriousness, while the structural advantages
of supplementing the picaresque by the epic assure unity of impression in an
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extended, serialized narrative. The Pickwick Papers was a resourceful experiment
by a young author who, like his protagonist, was entering the world. It was a
success.

FOOTNOTES
IAll quotations from the novel are to Charles Dickens, The Pickwick Papers [The Oxford
Illustrated Dickens] (London, 1947). The specific page number follows in parentheses.
2The variety of theories about the basis of Dickens' humor in Pickwick is represented in the
following selections. George Gissing, Charles Dickens (New York, 1898) , p . 199, notes its
qualities of farce, as does Monroe Engel, The Maturity of Dickens (Cambridge, Massachusetts,
1959 ), p. 85. George H. Ford, Dickens and His R eaders (Princeton, 1955) , pp. 16-17, feels the
humor arises in part from cockney dialect and "horseplay." Edgar Johnson, Charles Dickens:
His Tragedy and Triumph , I (New York, 1952), 158, remarks that the characters in Pickwick
are those of stock comedy; this to me does not seem true of the hero. In his Life of Charles
Dickens (London, 1928) , p. 92, John Forster attributes much of the humor to Pickwick's
eccentricities.
3"Dickens: The Two Scrooges," The Wound and the Bow (New York, 1965) , p. 13.
4Charles Dickens (New York, 1965; reprint from 1906) , p. 91.
5/bid., p. 79. Chesterton remarks, p. 87, that although Dickens' characters were not always
men , "he always managed, at the least, to make them gods," an extravagant statement generally
but true of Pickwick.
6Andre Maurois, Dickens (Paris, 1935) , p. 31, notes : "vers Ie sixieme numero, Dickens s'avisa
tout coup que son Don Quichotte n'avait pas de Sancho Panca et donna Mr. Pickwick un
valet, Sam Weller ... Ie personnage Ie plus amusant Ie plus vrai qui eut paru dans un roman
anglais depuis Fielding."
7The advertisement from the Athenaeum, 26 March 1836, stated that "high roads and by-roads,
towns and villages, public conveyances and their passengers, first-rate inns and roadside publichouses, races, fairs, regattas, elections, meetings, market days-all the scenes that can possibly
occur to enliven a country place, and at which different traits of character may be observed
and recognized-were alike visited by the ardent Pickwick and his enthusiastic followers."
The statement is included in The Pickwick Pap ers (New York, 1964), pp . v-vi.
The father-son relationship in the novel may have epic origins; Aeneas is not the Trojan
leade r untit the death of Anchises (A eneid III), in whose honor the games are held. Penelope
spends her time weaving a garment for Laertes, her father-in-law. Edmund Wilson, p. 13,
develops the significance from Dickens' autobiography, while Steven Marcus, Dickens: From
Pickwick to Dombey (New York, 1965), pp. 33-43, details this relationship without relating
it to epic convention.
1
8Dickens' father, one may recall , was imprisoned at the Marshalsea. As Edmund Wilson notes,
p. 47, later accounts of prison experience in the novels explore the hell of "imprisoning states
of mind." Dickens in Pickwick foreshadowed his evocations of Newgate in Barnaby Rudge,
of the Marshalsea in Little Dorrit, and of the Bastille in A Tale of Two Cities. Dickens had
begun Oliver Twist while finishing Pickwick.
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9W. H. Auden, "Dingley Dell and the Fleet," explores the implications of games in the novel:
"Like the real world, the game world is a world of laws which the players must obey because
obedience to them is a neces~ry condition for entering it. In the game world there is only
one crime, cheating, and the penalty for this is exclusion; once a man is known to be a cheat,
no other player will play with him." These remarks are included in Dickens, ed. Martin Price
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, 1967) , pp. 76 and following.
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